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(54) Computer software collaboration platform 

(57) A software consulting, development, mainte- 
nance, and collaboration platform between end-user/ 
SMB customers and software programmer/consultant 
contractors is provided. The platform provides a means 
whereby customers and contractors may locate each 
other, determine their mutual needs, and decide wheth- 



erto enter into a professional engagement and can com- 
prise an application library server (ALS) computer hav- 
ing resident thereon a third-party computer software ap- 
plication that has been developed by an authorized con- 
tractor and uploaded to the ALS for evaluation by an au- 
thorized customer. 
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Description 

[0001] The present invention relates to a computer 
software consulting, development, maintenance, and 
collaboration platform between customers that require 
customized software solutions and software program- 
mers/consultants that are interested in and capable of 
providing such solutions. 

[0002] Although the proliferation of the personal com- 
puter over the last twenty years has led to the develop- 
ment of a wide variety of off-the-shelf computer software 
applications, many end-users and small- and medium- 
sized businesses (SMBs), including departments within 
large corporations that may be considered to be SMBs, 
require customized systems and applications to achieve 
their business objectives. However, it can prove difficult 
for an end-user, or SMB, to locate and identify the best 
source for such custom-designed software solutions. 
[0003] It is common for end-users and SMBs in need 
of custom-designed software solutions to simply choose 
a consultant from the local Yellow Pages directory or to 
rely on a newspaper advertisement or personal recom- 
mendation in making their decision. Thus, although end- 
users and SMBs may be sophisticated enough to realize 
that they require customized solutions, they are often 
too busy or don't know how to obtain the best solution 
and service at the best price. Unfortunately, this very im- 
portant and very complicated decision is often made in 
haste, with the result being that an inadequate or inap- 
propriate solution is purchased at great expense of time 
and money, 

[0004] Furthermore, it is not uncommon for end-user/ 
SMB customers to have a general idea of the type of 
customized solution that their business requires, but not 
to have a comprehensive understanding of all of the fea- 
tures and functionalities that the solution should include. 
Alternatively, they might know exactly what they want, 
but not effectively communicate their needs to the de- 
veloper/consultant contractor. As afurther complication, 
there is usually no way for the customer to be able to 
evaluate the look and feel of the solution until its imple- 
mentation and so well after the expense has been in- 
curred. 

[0005] However, even where the customer is able to 
completely specify the desired solution, there remains 
significant financial uncertainties related to the total cost 
of its acquisition and implementation. For example, 
there can be no guarantee that the solution will perform 
as specified, nor how much additional work must be 
done in order to fully implement the solution, and how 
much training will be required before the solution begins 
to generate business efficiencies, etc. 
[0006] Likewise, contractors that specialize in creat- 
ing customized solutions face significant challenges. Of- 
ten they must spend substantial amounts of time net- 
working, marketing, and responding to requests-for-pro- 
posals (RFPs) in order to grow their business. This may 
lead to a situation where they are spending so much 



time on non-revenue-generating activities that they 
must charge higher prices in orderto operate profitably. 
However, if they are required to raise theirfees too high 
in order to show a profit, then they run the risk of being 

5 undercut by competitors on price and losing the very 
business that they tried to generate. The greatest chal- 
lenge facing these professionals is to expand their mar- 
keting reach from the local to the national or even global 
level, or to penetrate markets in different industries, 

io without having to charge fees that are significantly 
above their competitors or reducing theirability to do the 
work that is thus generated. 
[0007] Another challenge is that contractors may 
place a winning bid on a project only to later discover 

is that it required a significantly greater amount of resourc- 
es than anticipated to complete to the customer's satis- 
faction. While an undesirable outcome forthe contractor 
occurs where these increased costs eliminate the profit 
from the engagement, or, worse, even result in an eco- 

20 nomic loss to the consultant, the worst-case is where 
the contractor is not able to complete the work due to 
an incomplete understanding of the actual project re- 
quirements. While this is usually the result of the cus- 
tomer's failure to understand what is actually needed to 

25 meet its business objectives, the blame will be placed 
on the contractor, which will not contribute to the suc- 
cess of the contractor's business. What is needed is a 
way to bring customers and contractors together in such 
a way as to increase the customer's available source 

30 options without increasing the time or expense of iden- 
tifying all suitable contractors and similarly to increase 
the contractor's market exposure without increasing the 
time and expense of engaging in promotional activities. 
In addition, it is desirable to both customers and con- 

35 tractors to reduce the uncertainties related to the re- 
quirements, functionality, implementation, and costs as- 
sociated with developing a custom software solution. 
[0008] The invention seeks to provide for a system 
and related process for assisting customer/contractor 

40 contact and collaboration and having an advantage over 
known systems and processes. 
[0009] In its most general aspect, the present inven- 
tion is directed to a software consulting, development, 
maintenance, and collaboration platform between end- 

45 user/SMB customers and software developer/consult- 
ant contractors. The platform provides a means where- 
by customers and contractors may locate each other, 
determine their mutual needs, and decide whether to 
enter into a professional engagement. For example, in 

so one anticipated implementation, customers may access 
and evaluate previously developed software applica- 
tions, determine how much, If any, customization that 
they desire, and create and post a request-for-proposal 
in an online auction. Contractors may then competitively 

55 bid on a project posted by a customer in an online auc- 
tion. 

[0010] In another planned implementation, software 
developers/consultants may post professional profiles, 
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including marketing materials, professional biogra- 
phies, and worksamples. These profiles may be dynam- 
ically searched by an end-user or SMB in order to iden- 
tify one or more suitable potential solution providers that 
they can interview. 

[001 1] By bringing customers and contractors togeth- 
er in a collaborative online environment, the platform of 
the present invention enables both parties to most effi- 
ciently and confidently enter into a professional engage- 
ment that meets their needs. In addition, the platform of 
the present invention enables both parties to collabora- 
tively generate customized software that both meets the 
customer's needs and does not require the consultant 
to create numerous iterations of the customized solution 
until the customer is satisfied, thereby increasing the 
consultant's profitability. 

[0012] The software consulting, development, main- 
tenance, and collaboration platform of the present in- 
vention comprises six main components. First, an appli- 
cation library server (ALS) contains software applica- 
tions that have been developed by member contractors 
for evaluation by member customers. Second, a graph- 
ical user interface (GUI) Builder enables a member cus- 
tomer 

to create exactly the user interface that their business 
requires. Third, a Note Builder enables both member 
customers and member contractors to annotate the 
GUI, including the screen display, menus, toolbars, etc, 
so that the contractor understands exactly what the cus- 
tomer desires, Fourth, a request-for-proposal (RFP) 
Builder compiles all of the information that the customer 
has entered into the various platform data elements, in- 
cluding the GUI Builderand Note Builder, in orderto cre- 
ate an RFP that the customer may post in the fifth major 
component of the platform, an online auction service. 
Sixth, when a customer selects a consultant, a Contract 
Manager will create and maintain a contract, based on 
all of the agreed-on terms of the engagement. Addition- 
ally, by providing an escrow service that does not re- 
lease to the contractor the funds deposited by the cus- 
tomer until all of the terms of the agreement have been 
satisfied to both parties's satisfaction, as determined by 
the Contract Manager, the platform of the present inven- 
tion provides both parties with the confidence that they 
are not wasting their time. The customer has confidence 
that the solution will meet its needs and the contractor 
has confidence that payment is assured if the solution 
satisfies the terms of the RFP. 
[0013] Similarly, consultants and developers can in- 
crease their revenues by accessing the larger national 
and global markets that they would be unable to reach 
efficiently in the past. They can also benefit by selling 
similar packages with minor modifications. Other bene- 
fits to end-users and SMBs include the ability to browse, 
demo, and test applications of interest to them on the 
ALS at their convenience and without the assistance of 
consultants at any time. This enables the customer to 
be an informed, organized purchaser before they decide 



what to buy. 

[0014] The present invention can advantageously 
provide for a collaborative software consulting, develop- 
ment, and maintenance platform between customers 

5 and consultants that overcomes the above deficiencies 
of the custom solution development process. 
The present invention can also provide for a collabora- 
tive platform that enables the customer to evaluate a va- 
riety of fully functional computer software applications 

10 that have already been developed by a number of con- 
tractors. 

Further, the present invention can provide for a collab- 
orative platform in which consultants may allow pro- 
spective customers to access fully functional computer 
15 software applications that they have already developed 
without fear that their work product will be misappropri- 
ated. 

Advantageously the present inventio n can provide a col- 
laborative platform that enables a customerto create the 

20 exact graphical user interface that they desire. 

It is still a further advantage of the present invention that 
a collaborative platform can be provided in which the 
customer and consultant are able to collaborate elec- 
tronically to develop the customized solution that the 

25 customer desires. 

Advantageously the collaborative platform can elimi- 
nate the financial uncertainties attendant to the custom 
software development process and can further provide 
a means for customers to create an RFP accurately and 

30 comprehensively specifying their needs and to entertain 
bids from contractors. 

The present concept can then provide a means for con- 
sultants to obtain additional work and to maximize their 
efficiency by understanding the scope of work involved 
35 before responding to an RFP. 

[0015] The invention is described further hereinafter, 
by way of example only, with reference to the accompa- 
nying drawings in which: 

40 Fig. 1 is a schematic diagram showing the compo- 
nents and functioning of a computer software col- 
laborative platform according to an embodiment of 
the present invention; 

Fig. 2 is a hierarchical representation of a website 
45 map showing the organization of the computer soft- 
ware collaborative platform components according 
to an embodiment of the present invention; 
Fig. 3 is a schematic diagram showing the compo- 
nents and functioning of the GUI Builder of thecom- 
50 puter software collaborative platform according to 
an embodiment of the present invention; 
Fig. 4 shows a web page or HTML presentation of 
the GUI Builder of the computer software collabo- 
rative platform according to an embodiment of the 
55 present invention; 

Fig. 5 is a schematic diagram showing the compo- 
nents and functioning of the NOTE Builder of the 
computer software collaborative platform according 
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to an embodiment of the present invention; 
Figs. 6A and 6B show web page or HTML presen- 
tations of the NOTE Builder of the computer soft- 
ware collaborative platform according to an embod- 
iment of the present invention; 
Fig. 7 is a schematic diagram showing the compo- 
nents and functioning of the RFP Builder of the com- 
puter software collaborative platform according to 
an embodiment of the present invention; and 
Fig. 8 is a schematic diagram showing the compo- 
nents and functioning of the Contract Builder of the 
computer software collaborative platform according 
to an embodiment of the present invention; Turning 
now to the drawings, Fig. 1 is a schematic diagram 
showing the components and functioning of a com- 
puter software collaborative platform according to 
the present invention. While the following discus- 
sion is specific to a system that relates to the col- 
laborative creation by customer and contractor of 
customized computer software business solutions, 
it is understood that the principles of the present in- 
vention have wider applicability to collaborative cre- 
ation of other software and files, such as computer 
games, web pages, audio and video files, and mul- 
timedia presentations, to list a few examples. 

[0016] One essential feature of the platform of the 
present invention is its character as a seamless and se- 
cure communication and collaboration tool between 
consultant/developer contractors 100 and SMB/user 
customers 200 using the World Wide Web 900. 
[0017] In addition to its role as a communication and 
collaboration tool, the platform of the present invention 
also enables data acquisition and management con- 
cerning all membercustomers and contractors. Thefirst 
time that a contractor 100 that wishes to sell services 
using the platform is required to complete a contractor 
profile questionnaire 102 in order to register as a mem- 
ber. Each contractor profile questionnaire 102 is re- 
tained in contractor profile database 104. 
[0018] Once a contractor is registered as a member, 
he has the option of publishing fully functional, non-cus- 
tomized software applications that he has already de- 
veloped to an application repository on the Application 
Library Server 300 where they may be accessed by po- 
tential customers. Because Application Library Server 
300 uses thin-client technology, theconsultant can allow 
potential customers to test, run, and evaluate a pub- 
lished application using the customer's live data using 
a conventional web browser without fear of having the 
application pirated. This eliminates the need for the cus- 
tomer to download, install, and later uninstall time- 
bombed, limited evaluation software. 
[001 9] Similarly, the first time that a customer 200 ac- 
cesses the platform, the customer is required to com- 
plete a customer profile questionnaire 202 in order to 
register as a member. Each customer profile question- 
naire 202 is retained in customer profile database 204. 



Once the customer 200 is registered, he can run as 
many of the applications published to application library 
server 300 as he likes. In order to evaluate an applica- 
tion, customer 200 merely selects it and runs from ap- 

5 plication library server 300. 

[0020] Customer 200 is allowed to enter his own, live 
data into the data fields of the application in order to 
evaluate its operation. When customer200 is done eval- 
uating an application, he merely quits it. Because it is 

10 not resident on his hard drive, there is no need for him 
to uninstall it. Every time that customer 200 quits an ap- 
plication, he can complete a rating and review form and 
submit it electronically to the platform. The data from the 
completed form will be aggregated with data from forms 

'5 that were previously submitted for that application, The 
aggregated data are retained in application rating data- 
base 310. Application rating database 310 is accessed 
by application library server 300 to list the ratings re- 
ceived by each application resident in application library 

20 server 300. Thus, a customer 200 can select an appli- 
cation to evaluate based in whole or in part on the rating 
that it has received from other customers that have al- 
ready evaluated it. 

[0021] Once customer 200 determines which, if any, 
25 customizable software application in application library 
server 300 most closely suits his needs, he may anno- 
tate the application using NOTE Builder 400 to describe 
the customization that he desires. If customer 200 de- 
termines that none of the applications in application li- 
so brary server 300 are suitable to meet his needs, then he 
may use GUI Builder 500 to design the input/output (I/ 
O) screen format and hard copy print out that he desires. 
GUI Builder 500 enables customer 200 to create his ide- 
al screen display layout, data entry layout, and report 
35 layout, both for on screen display and hard copy print- 
out. Contractor 1 00 can then make those layouts oper- 
ational. 

Fig. 2 is a hierarchical representation of a website map 
showing the organization of the computer software col- 

40 laborative platform components according to an embod- 
iment of the present invention. 
[0022] Fig. 3 is a schematic diagram showing the 
components and functioning of NOTE Builder 400 of the 
computer software collaborative platform according to 

45 the present invention, Figs. 4A and 4B show web page 
or HTM L presentations of the NOTE Builder of the com- 
puter software collaborative platform according to the 
present invention, 

[0023] NOTE Builder 400 is a software tool that may 
so be used by contractor 1 00 or customer 200 to attach an 
annotation 450 to objects on the screen or GUI of the 
application selected. Annotation 450 references a text 
file or other media file, such as graphics, sound, etc. into 
which information concerning the object may be en- 
55 tered. The referenced files may be of any size, although 
in practice a default maximum may be set in order to 
enhance the processing speed of the platform. Annota- 
tion 450 is attached to the targeted object using a point- 
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[0024] When NOTE Builder 400 is running, notepad 
icon 420 is displayed on status bar 410. Notepad icon 
420 is activated by pointing the regular, arrow-shaped 
cursor to it and clicking the mouse or other entry button 
or key to enter notepad mode. On entry into notepad 
mode, regular arrow-shaped cursor 432 changes to a 
notepad mode cursor 422 and notepad icon 420 chang- 
es to regular mode icon 430. Return to regular mode is 
likewise accomplished by pointing notepad mode cursor 
422 to regular mode icon 430 and clicking the mouse or 
other entry button or key. 

[0025] When notepad mode cursor 422 is clicked on 
the location where customer 200 wishes to add an an- 
notation, a default-sized GUI notepad 452 appears and 
is ready to receive input. Each annotation 450 for con- 
sultant 100 and customer 200 is assigned a sequential 
reference number. NOTE Builder 400 is capable of dif- 
ferentiating between consultant 100 and customer 200 
and distinguishes their notes by using different coloured 
icons and notepads. In addition, annotations may be 
coded with a search item for automatic retrieval. Each 
annotation consists of an icon pointing to the object that 
is the subject of the annotation and the attached file. 
Where the attached file is a text file, clicking on the an- 
notation icon brings up a notepad containing the text. 
The default background colour of customer notes may 
be one colour, such as yellow, and the default back- 
ground colour of consultant notes may be another, such 
as sky blue. 

[0026] Moving notepad mode cursor 422 and clicking 
the mouse or other entry button or key inside notepad 
452 activates the data entry and edit mode of notepad 
452. This change of mode is indicated visually by a slight 
shade change in the notepad background colour. The 
mode change may also be indicated by an audible signal 
or other visual indication. Data pertinent to the annota- 
tion may be entered via keyboard, voice-recognition 
software, or other input means. If text spills over the de- 
fault notepad box, the previously entered text scrolls up- 
ward to show the text that is currently being entered. 
Customer 200 can also resize the notepad box so that 
all of the annotation is displayed and the text will fill au- 
tomatically. 

[0027] When customer 200 is finished creating anno- 
tation 450, he can close notepad 452 by clicking close 
icon 456 on the notepad 452 window frame 454. Closing 
notepad 452 creates a small annotation icon 458 at- 
tached to the annotated object. In addition notepad 452 
is time-stamped on closing to record the date and time 
that the annotation was made. Annotation icon 458 may 
take any number of forms, but in a preferred embodi- 
ment is a triangle bounding a numeral that corresponds 
to the annotation's sequential reference number. 
[0028] To view annotation 450, the cursor is pointed 
to small annotation icon 458, and notepad 452 reap- 
pears. It is important to note that while the creator of an 
annotation may edit or reposition the annotation on the 



GUI, all other users may only view the annotation. 
[0029] When all annotations have been made, click- 
ing notepad mode cursor 422 on regular mode icon 430 
on status bar 410 resumes regular mode. This is indi- 
5 cated by the change of regular mode icon 430 to note- 
pad icon 420 and the change of notepad mode cursor 
422 to regular arrow-shaped cursor 432. Thus ends the 
annotation cycle. 

[0030] Customer 200 can retrieve previous annota- 

10 tionsthat have been created by himself or by consultant 
100 and add multiple threaded annotations to the 
same object. In a preferred embodiment, a visual indi- 
cator, such as a change in the colour or hue of small 
annotation icon 458 or an asterisk in place of an ordinal 

15 numeral therein, shows that there exists multiple anno- 
tations. It is desired thatthe threaded annotations retain 
the distinction between consultant's annotations and 
customer annotations based on the background colour 
of the text entered by each. However, it is also envi- 

20 sioned that other visual distinctions may be used, such 
as the colour of the text, italicizing either the consultant 
or customer annotations, or the like. 
[0031] Both the customer and the consultant can re- 
trieve all notes attachedto the GUI with numbered icons. 

25 Thecontents of the notepads and the GUI can be printed 
in such a way that the GUI with the numeric flag icons 
being printed first and the contents of each notepad be- 
ing printed separately, with customer notes first and con- 
sultant notes second, by chronological order, by the or- 

30 der of the objects on the GUI, etc. 

[0032] Each customer and consultant may have many 
projects. Each project can have multiple GUIs. Each 
GUI may have multiple objects. Each object may have 
multiple notepads created by the customer or consult- 

35 ant, each notepad having a different timestamp. In ad- 
dition to manually selecting and viewing annotations, all 
annotations can be saved and retrieved by keyword, au- 
thor, time, object, etc. 

[0033] Fig. 5 is a schematic diagram showing the 

40 components and functioning of GUI Builder 500 of the 
computer software collaborative platform according to 
the present invention. GUI Builder 500 is a graphical us- 
er interface drawing design tool having object compo- 
nents that can be used in standard Visual(r) and object- 

45 oriented programming tools. Customer 200 can design 
the GUI that best suits his needs, save it to the GUI da- 
tabase, and open or import it directly into the Visual(r) 
line of programming tools, such as Visual(r) Basic, Vis- 
ual^) C++, etc. This will save significant time by elimi- 

50 natingthe needfortheprogrammerto re-create the user 
interface desired by customer 200. This time savings is 
particularly significant where contractor 100 is not the 
programmer that will customize the application, by elim- 
inating the possibility of mis-communication of the de- 

55 sign preferences of customer 200 between contractor 
100 and the programmer. In addition, GUI Builder 500 
eliminates the introduction of errors due to the inaccu- 
rate representation of the original design that the cus- 
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tomer desired. GUI Builder 500 empowers the customer 
to design exactly the user interface that he desires. Each 
customer can have multiple projects. Each project con- 
sists of many GUIs (layouts) and each GUI can be a 
display screen, a data input screen, or a report on a 
screen display or hard copy printout, In addition, GUI 
Builder 500 also provides optional components (e.g., 
pull-down menus, combo boxes, thumb wheels, etc.) to 
customers that have the ability and understanding nec- 
essary to use such advanced components. 
[0034] Fig. 6 shows a web page or HTML presentation 
of the GUI Builder of the computer software collabora- 
tive platform according to the present invention. If the 
customer does not find an application that has a GUI 
that meets the customer's needs, or if the customer pre- 
fers the GUI of one application but the functionality of 
another, then the customer may use the GUI Builder to 
create a customized GUI that meets the customer's 
needs, 

[0035] Fig. 7 is a schematic diagram showing the 
components and functioning of RFP Builder 600 of the 
computer software collaborative platform according to 
the present invention. RFP Builder 600 collects informa- 
tion from customer 200, customer profile questionnaire 
202, NOTE Builder 400, GUI Builder 500, and additional 
specifications that may be entered by customer 200 into 
the RFP Builder 600 interface and compiles this infor- 
mation to create RFP 610 that 
is stored in RFP database 620. Customer 200 can re- 
view, revise, and submit RFP 61 0 to online auction 800. 
Member consultants 100 can respond to RFP 610 by 
submitting a bid to auction 800, The competitive bidding 
process of auction 800 ensures that the lowest possible 
price is paid by customer 200 without sacrifice to the 
quality of the solution or the service. RFP 610 can be 
linked to an existing application in the application library 
server, to NOTE Builder 400, and to GUI Builder 500, 
so that when a successful bidder is selected, RFP 610 
may enable successful contractor 100 to begin devel- 
oping the customized solution by incorporating all of the 
information accumulated across the platform to that 
point. 

[0036] Fig. 8 is a schematic diagram showing the 
components and functioning of Contract Manager 700 
of the computer software collaborative platform accord- 
ing to the present invention. Contract Manager 700 col- 
lects information that is relevant to both customer 200 
and the successful contractor 100 chosen for the en- 
gagement and incorporate it into a proposed contract 
between the parties. This information is collected from 
RFP 61 0, any addenda thereto, NOTE Builder 400, GUI 
Builder 500, and any E-mail and instant messages sent 
between contractor 100 and customer 200 from within 
the collaboration platform. 

[0037] Electronically signed requests for revisions to 
the proposed contract may be sent to an opposite party 
and if the opposite party electronically countersigns and 
returns the revision request to the originating party, and 



if the originating party confirms the countersigned revi- 
sion request, then it will become part of the binding 
agreement between the parties, represented by con- 
tract file 710, once the user passwords of the userpass- 

5 words of both contractor 1 00 and customer 200 are au- 
thenticated by Contract Manager 700. Once the partic- 
ulars of contract 71 0 are determined to both party's sat- 
isfaction, contract 710 is electronically signed by both 
parties, a contract number is assigned to contract 710, 

10 and contract 71 0 is stored in secured contract database 
720. 

[0038] The contents of contract file 710 may be 
amended using the same procedure outlined above for 
revision requests. Again, the user passwords of both 

'5 contractor 1 00 and customer 200 must be authenticated 
in order for the amendment (s) to be entered. Contract 
71 0 will remain in contract database 720 until the project 
is finished and delivered, as agreed. Upon completion 
of the engagement, as indicated by the approval of cus- 

20 tomer 200, Contract Manager 700 will authorize the re- 
lease from escrow of the engagement fee to consultant 
1 00. Contract Manager 700 may also be used to search 
keywords to check the contents of the contract. Perhaps 
most significantly, Contract Manager 700 will provide 

25 the basis for resolving any potential disputes between 
the parties. 

[0039] Once contract 710 is signed and while the 
commissioned software solution is being developed, 
customer 200 can monitor the progress of development 

30 via a web browser using the contract number. By ena- 
bling this easy validation process to monitor project sta- 
tus, significant time and money is saved by both con- 
tractor 100 and customer 200. In addition, the potential 
risks associated with a financial transaction between 

35 parties who were previously unknown to each other is 
greatly reduced. 

[0040] To further encourage honorable dealing, both 
contractor 1 00 and customer 200 are provided with an 
opportunity to evaluate their experience dealing with the 

40 opposite party. Contractor 200 will be sent an E-mail 
questionnaire to complete directed to the ease of work- 
ing with customer 200 and other aspects of the engage- 
ment. The completed questionnaire will be stored in cus- 
tomer rating database 120 for reference by other con- 

45 tractors. Similarly, customer 200 will be sent an E-mail 
questionnaire to complete directed to the ease of work- 
ing with contractor 1 00, the satisfaction of customer 200 
in the custom solution provided, and other aspects of 
the engagement. The completed questionnaire will be 

50 stored in contractor rating database 130 for reference 
by other customers. Thus, because members may be 
rated by parties with whom they have previously inter- 
acted, it is in their best interest to perform at a very high 
level. 

55 [0041] While this invention has been particularly 
shown and described with references to specific embod- 
iments thereof, it will be understood by those skilled in 
the art that various changes in form and details may be 
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made therein without departing from the spirit and scope 
of the invention as defined by the appended claims. 



Claims 

1 . A computer software collaboration platform for use 
by authorized users, including both customers and 
contractors, to develop customized computer soft- 
ware applications, the platform comprising: 

(a) an application library server (ALS) computer 
having resident thereon a third-party computer 
software application that has been developed 
by an authorized contractor and uploaded to 
the ALS for evaluation by an authorized cus- 
tomer; and 

(b) a platform server computer arranged for 
communication with the ALS and with a com- 
puter network, said platform server computer 
having resident thereon computer software ap- 
plications that may be accessed by authorized 
users via the worldwide computer network, said 
applications including: 

(1) a platform graphical user interface 
(GUI) arranged for accepting data input 
from a user and transmitting said data to 
pre-defined data repositories and that is 
further capable of accessing other compu- 
ter software applications; 

(2) a Note Builder arranged to enable both 
authorized customers and authorized con- 
tractors to annotate a GUI of a third-party 
computer software application resident on 
the ALS so that a contractor understands 
exactly what customization a customer de- 
sires; 

(3) a request-for-proposal (RFP) Builder 
that arranged for compiling information en- 
tered by a customer into the platform GUI 
in order to create an RFP; 

(4) an online auction application that a cus- 
tomer may use to post the RFP, that a con- 
tractor may use to bid on the RFP, and ar- 
ranged to enable the customer to select a 
contractor based on the bids; and 

(5) a Contract Manager capable arranged 
for creating and maintaining a contract for 
services between a customer and a con- 
sultant. 

2. A platform as claimed in Claim 1 , and arranged such 
that users are authorized following completion and 
submission of a user profile questionnaire using the 
platform GUI. 

3. A platform as claimed in Claim 1 , wherein each cus- 



tomer profile questionnaire is retained in a profile 
database. 

4. A platform as claimed in Claim 1 , 2 or 3, wherein 
5 the platform further comprises a GUI Builder resi- 
dent on the platform server that enables an author- 
ized customer to create exactly the GUI and hard- 
copy printout desired by the customer for the cus- 
tomized computer software application. 

10 

5. A platform as claimed in Claim 1 , 2, 3 or 4, wherein 
said platform further includes a data repository 
where authorized contractors may post profession- 
al profiles for review by authorized customers. 

15 

6. A platform as claimed in Claim 5, wherein said pro- 
file includes information selected from the group 
consisting of marketing materials, professional bi- 
ographies, and work samples. 

20 

7. A platform as claimed in Claim 5, wherein said pro- 
files may be dynamically searched by an authorized 
customer in order to increase the number of poten- 
tial solution providers that they can interview. 

25 

8. A platform as claimed in any one of Claims 1 to 7, 
wherein an authorized customer can select and run 
any of the third-party applications published to the 
ALS. 

9. A platform as claimed in Claim 8, wherein the cus- 
tomer may enter live data into the data fields of the 
selected third-party application in order to evaluate 
the application's operation. 

35 

10. A platform as claimed in Claim 9, wherein when the 
customer finishes evaluating the selected applica- 
tion the customer may complete and submit a rating 
and review form specific to that application. 

40 

11. A platform as claimed in Claim anyone of the pro- 
ceeding claims, wherein an annotation may be at- 
tached to a particular element of the GUI. 

45 12. A platform as claimed in Claim 11, wherein the Note 
Builder is capable of differentiating between an an- 
notation entry received from a consultant and an an- 
notation entry received from a customer and is fur- 
ther capable of distinguishing the respective entries 

so by using different visual indicators for each entry. 

13. A platform as claimed in Claim 11 or 12, wherein 
while the creator of an annotation may edit or repo- 
sition the annotation on the GUI, all other users may 

55 only view the annotation. 

14. A platform as claimed in any one of the proceeding 
claims, wherein the RFP can be linked to an existing 
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application in the ALS that the customer has re- 
viewed and annotated, so that when a contractor is 
selected the RFP may enable the contractor to be- 
gin developing the customized application by incor- 
porating all of the information relative to the custom- s 
er that has been accumulated across the platform. 

15. A platform as claimed in Claim 4, 

wherein the RFP Builder incorporates into the RFP 
information entered by the customer into the GUI io 
Builder. 

16. A platform as claimed in Claim any one of the pre- 
ceding claims, wherein the Contract Manager is ca- 
pable of collecting information that is relevant to <5 
both the customer and the selected contractor cho- 
sen for the engagement and further capable of in- 
corporating the collected information into a pro- 
posed contract between the parties. 

20 

17. A platform as claimed in Claim 16, wherein the in- 
formation collected includes information contained 
in the RFP, any addenda thereto, the Note Builder, 
and any electronic communication between con- 
tractor and customer from within the collaboration 25 
platform. 

18. A platform as claimed in any one of the preceding 
claims, and arranged such that electronically 
signed requests for a revision to the proposed con- 30 
tract may be sent to an opposite party and if the op- 
posite party electronically countersigns and returns 
the revision request to the originating party, and if 
the originating party confirms the countersigned re- 
vision request, then the revision will become part of 35 
the binding agreement between the parties, repre- 
sented by a contract file, once the user passwords 

of both the contractor and the customer are authen- 
ticated by the Contract Manager. 

40 

19. A platform as claimed in any one of the preceding 
claims, wherein once the particulars of the contract 
are determined to each party's satisfaction and the 
contract is electronically signed by both parties, a 
contract number is assigned to a contract file that 45 
contains the terms of the agreement and the con- 
tract file is stored in secured contract database. 

20. A platform as claimed in Claim 1 9, wherein electron- 
ically signed requests for a revision to the contract so 
may be sent to an opposite party and if the opposite 
party electronically countersigns and returns the re- 
vision request to the originating party, and if the orig- 
inating party confirms the countersigned revision 
request, then the revision will become part of the 55 
binding agreement between the parties, represent- 
ed by the contract file, once the user passwords of 
both the contractor and the customer are authenti- 



cated by the Contract Manager. 

21. A platform as claimed in any one of the preceding 
claims, wherein the Contract Manager is capable of 
providing the basis for resolving any potential dis- 
putes between the parties. 

22. A platform as claimed in Claim 1 9, wherein once the 
contract is signed and while the customized soft- 
ware application is being developed, the customer 
can monitor the progress of development by refer- 
encing the contract number. 

23. A computer software collaboration platform for use 
by authorized users, including both customers and 
contractors, to develop customized computer soft- 
ware applications, the platform comprising: 

(a) first means for enabling said customers to 
evaluate a third-party computer software appli- 
cation without allowing said customers to 
download said application; and 

(b) second means in electronic communication 
with both said first means and a worldwide com- 
puter network, said second means having res- 
ident thereon computer software applications 
that may be accessed by said authorized users 
via said worldwide computer network, said ap- 
plications including: 

(1) a user interface that is capable of ac- 
cepting data input from a user and trans- 
mitting said data to pre-defined data repos- 
itories and that is further capable of ac- 
cessing other computer software applica- 
tions; 

(2) means that enables both an authorized 
customer and an authorized contractor to 
annotate a graphical user interface (GUI) 
of a third-party computer software applica- 
tion resident on said first means so that the 
contractor understands exactly what cus- 
tomization the customer desires; 

(3) means capable of compiling informa- 
tion entered by a customer into the second 
means user interface in order to create an 
RFP; 

(4) means enabling a customer to post an 
RFP to receive competitive bids from au- 
thorized contractors, and further enabling 
an authorized contractor to bid on the RFP, 
and finally that enables the customerto se- 
lect a contractor based on the bids re- 
ceived; and 

(5) means capable of creating and main- 
taining a contract for services between a 
customer and a consultant. 
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24. A platform as claimed in Claim 23, wherein said sec- 
ond means further comprises means resident on 
said second means that enables an authorized cus- 
tomer to create exactly the GUI and hardcopy print- 
out desired by the customer for the customized 5 
computer software application. 

25. A platform as claimed in Claim 23 or 24 wherein, 
during the course of said evaluation, said customer 
may enter data into a data field contained in said io 
third-party application. 

26. A method of developing customized software solu- 
tions, said method comprising the steps of: 

15 

(a) enabling a customer to evaluate a third-par- 
ty computer software application without allow- 
ing said customerto download said application; 
and 

(b) enabling both an authorized customer and 20 
an authorized contractorto annotate the graph- 
ical user interface (GUI) of the third-party com- 
puter software application so that the contrac- 
tor understands exactly what customization the 
customer desires. 25 

27. A method as claimed in Claim 26 and as further 
comprising the steps of: 

(c) compiling information received from the cus- 30 
tomer in order to create an RFP; and 

(d) enabling the customer to post the RFP to 
receive competitive bids from authorized con- 
tractors, and further enabling an authorized 
contractor to bid on the RFP, and finally ena- 35 
bling the customer to select a contractor based 

on the bids received; and 

28. A method as claimed in Claim 26 or 27 said further 
comprising the step of creating and maintaining a 40 
contract for services between the customer and the 
consultant. 
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